The Bridge
Volume 37

Number 1

Article 8

2014

Remembering the Schleswig War of 1864: A Turning Point in
German and Danish National Identity
Julie K. Allen

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
Allen, Julie K. (2014) "Remembering the Schleswig War of 1864: A Turning Point in German and Danish
National Identity," The Bridge: Vol. 37 : No. 1 , Article 8.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol37/iss1/8

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Remembering the Schleswig War of 1864:
A Turning Point in German and Danish
National Identity1
by Julie K. Allen
Every country tells itself stories about its origins and the moments
that define its history. Many of these stories are connected to wars, for
example the tale of how George Washington and his troops crossed
the frozen Delaware river to surprise the British and turn the tide
of the Revolutionary War, or the way the American public rallied
after the attack on Pearl Harbor to retool the American economy and
support American troops in the fight against fascism. Not surprisingly,
the stories we tell about our own country are most often ones about
wars from which we emerge victorious, rather than those that reveal a
society in disarray or economically devastated.
2014 marks the anniversary of several globally significant
conflicts: two hundred years ago, on April 11, 1814, the French
emperor Napoleon Bonaparte abdicated and was exiled to the island
of Elba, bringing more than a decade of war across Europe to an end
(albeit a temporary one, as it turned out); one hundred years ago, on
June 28, 1914, Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated in
Sarajevo, which set in motion one of the largest and deadliest conflicts
in human history, known at the time simply as the Great War, though
we now, with the dubious benefit of hindsight, tend to call it the
First World War. These wars changed the face of Europe, not least by
changing territorial borders-Napoleon abolished the Holy Roman
Empire and streamlined the confusing jumble of German principalities
and kingdoms into a federation of states that would choose, little
more than half a century later, to create modem Germany; World War
I dealt a fatal blow to the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires,
which had been tottering for more than a century, and turned not only
Austria, Hungary, and Turke~ but also the Balkans, Greece, and most
of the peoples of southeastern Europe loose to determine their own
fate, for good or ill.
2014 also marks the sesquicentennial of a war that, although it
hardly registered on the world's radar at the time and is included, if
at all, only as a footnote in European history books, proved hugely
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influential for both Germany and Denmark, in terms of each country's
political trajectory and its citizens' national identity. The war in
question is generally called, by historians at least, the Second Schleswig
War, in acknowledgment of the fact that Germany and Denmark had
fought over the same territory in 1848, during the First Schleswig War
(known in Danish as the "Three Years' War" -Trearskrigen). Danes,
however, generally refer to the Second Schleswig War simply as
"1864." Relative to the other, massive wars just mentioned, the DanoGerman war of 1864 involved a relatively small loss of life and a single
border revision, but the fact that it had a disproportionate influence
on both the victor and the vanquished is reflected in the way the story
of 1864 is told in each country.
At this point, a brief historical overview of the causes of the
war might be helpful. British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston is
often quoted as having said, "The Schleswig-Holstein question is
so complicated, only three men in Europe have ever understood
it. One was Prince Albert, who is dead. The second was a German
professor who became mad. I am the third and I have forgotten all
about it." All the same, let's try to get our bearings before we tum
to the consequences of the war of 1864. The provinces of Schleswig
and Holstein are located at the base of the Jutland peninsula, forming
a fairly narrow neck of land that joins modem Germany to modem
Denmark. The area has been inhabited by Germanic tribes-Angles,
Jutes, Saxons, Frisians, and Danes-for thousands of years. Good soil,
good fishing, and easy access to trade routes made this a desirable
area, and different tribes frequently struggled for control during the
Dark Ages and early Middle Ages. Beginning in around the 8th century
and over the next several centuries, Danish chieftains built a series
of defensive earthworks, called Dannevirke, across the narrowest part
of the peninsula to defend the trade route connecting the Baltic and
North Seas, and established the village of Hedeby (Haithabu) at the
mouth of the Schlei river. Over the years, different armies, led by the
Holy Roman Emperor, Swedish chieftains, and rival Danish kings,
conducted raids, imported colonists, and manipulated the borders, but
eventually, around the 12th century, two fiefdoms emerged-Holstein
in the south, controlled by the Holy Roman Empire, and Schleswig in
the north, controlled by the Danish nobility.
The fighting continued in the 13th century, rife with treachery
and secret negotiations. At one point, the German Duke Henry I of
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Schwerin kidnapped the Danish king Valdemar II and his eldest son
and held them hostage for three years, demanding that they surrender
the lands they had conquered in Holstein. After the Danish army was
defeated in the field, Valdemar gave his oath to surrender the lands,
but as soon as he was released, he obtained the pope's absolution for
an oath given under duress and returned to the field of battle. After
some initial successes in battle, Valdemar had to concede defeat
and surrender permanently the duchy of Holstein, but he secured
the duchy of Schleswig for his son Abel. Granted to the house of
Schauenburg, Holstein was divided into several smaller countships.
The kings of Denmark, the Dukes of Schleswig, and the Counts of the
various parts of Holstein spent the entire 14th century squabbling over
the rights to the territories, but control over Schleswig and most of
Holstein was finally merged in 1386 in the hands of Gerhard IV, who
swore allegiance to Queen Margaret of Denmark and her heirs.
That didn't stop the fighting, which went on after Gerhard's
death in 1403 through much of the 15th century, until the last of the
Schauenburg line, a man named Adolphus, managed to get himself
invested as both Count of Holstein (by inheritance) and Duke of
Schleswig (as a bribe from the Danish king Christopher) in 1439
and his nephew Christian elected as king of Denmark in 1448.
When Adolphus died, King Christian I inherited his uncle's titles to
Schleswig and Holstein, but he issued the Treaty of Ribe in 1460 to
reassure the German nobles in his new duchies that he would not
make them entirely Danish, promising that the duchies, which were
economically very interdependent, would remain "ewich tosamende
ungedelt" [forever undivided] and legally independent of the Danish
kingdom. This rather odd solution made Christian his own vassal, but
it satisfied the Holy Roman Emperor and the German nobility of the
region, bringing peace to the area for the next four hundred years.
The German-speaking nobility of Schleswig-Holstein were numerous
and well-educated, which made them an ideal source of bureaucrats
to run the Danish court and contributed to the Germanization of both
Schleswig and Copenhagen society in the 16th to 18th centuries.
By the 19th century, this hybrid culture provoked criticism from
both German and Danish nationalists. Nationalism had been on
the rise across Europe since the American and French revolutions,
fed by both Enlightenment philosophy and Romantic literature. In
Denmark, the so-called "German Feud," a year-long debate in the
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Danish newspapers in the 1770s, was sparked by the publication of
Jens Baggesen's play Holger Danske ["Holger the Dane"] in German;
the ill-fated love affair between the Danish queen Caroline Mathilde
and her husband's German doctor Johan Struensee earlier in the
decade didn't make Germans any more popular in Denmark. One
result of this debate was that Danish became the official language
of the Danish army and government, as well as the official language
of communication between Copenhagen and Schleswig-Holstein.
Meanwhile, Napoleon's reorganization of the German kingdoms
contributed, after his final defeat, to the establishment of a German
Confederation in 1815, of which Holstein was a member, but Schleswig
was not.
When pro-democracy revolutions broke out across Europe in
February and March 1848, Danish national liberals pushed through
their demands for a constitution that incorporated Schleswig into
the Danish kingdom. In response, Schleswig and Holstein set up a
provisional government and demanded the right to be separated
from Denmark and incorporated into the German Confederation as a
single independent state. Prussia, anxious to quell its own rebellion,
provided troops in support of the Schleswig-Holsteiners and thus
began the First Schleswig War. The Danish army won some battles
and lost others, but was ultimately able to claim victory in the war
thanks to the intervention of the British and Russians, who forced
Prussia to agree to the restoration of a pre-war status in the London
Protocol of 1852, leaving the thorny questions of nationalism and
political unification unresolved. Just as Schleswig and Holstein had
to promise not to join a German union, Denmark had to promise not
to try to divide the duchies and incorporate Schleswig into Denmark.
The Danish empire had been in decline for centuries prior to the
First Schleswig War, having suffered major blows with the loss of
its nominal control over Sweden in 1523, legal possession of Skane,
Blekinge, and Halland in 1658, Norway in 1814, and Tranquebar
in 1845. Victory over Schleswig-Holstein, even one achieved and
enforced by outside agents, gave Denmark an inflated sense of its
own military might and political clout. During the decade and a half
after the first Schleswig war, Denmark celebrated its triumph with
songs and statues, parades and paintings, as well as an aggressive
campaign to make Schleswig and Holstein more Danish by enforcing
the use of Danish in schools, churches, and government, which had
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the opposite effect of antagonizing the German nationalists in the
duchies even further and triggering a wave of emigration from the
area. When King Frederick VII died in 1863 and his cousin became
Christian IX, many Danish national liberals, whose rallying cry was
"Denmark to the Eider," the name of the river that runs between
Schleswig and Holstein, adopted a new constitution in November
1863 that separated Schleswig from Holstein and incorporated it into
the Danish kingdom, which was precisely what they had promised
not to do as a condition of ending the First Schleswig War.
Here's where things get really interesting. Why would Denmark
violate the terms of the London Protocol, knowing that such an
action would provoke a war with the numerically far superior and
technologically much more advanced German Confederation to
the south? Why did Germany accept such an obviously foolhardy
provocation? Why didn't England or Russia or France or even Sweden
for that matter intervene to stop this war and preserve the balance of
power in continental Europe? Why didn't all involved parties take a
rational look at the situation and just divide Schleswig and Holstein on
a line between the majority Danish and majority German populations
of the region and save thousands of lives?
A complete and comprehensive answer to all of these questions
would take days to give. Thousands of pages have been written to do
just that, but the short answer is that the world was different in 1864
than it had been in 1848 and although Germany knew it and was eager,
under the leadership of Bismarck, to pursue her destiny, Denmark was
blind to the changes that had taken place since 1848 and unwilling to
accept the vastly diminished prestige and power allotted to her in the
new world order of the late nineteenth century. For devotees of all
things Danish and the descendant of Danish immigrants, it is painful
to admit but nonetheless undeniable that Denmark invited Germany
to war in 1864, in the depths of winter, without adequate preparation,
based on a delusional sense of security derived from an outdated view
of Europe's political balance. Even worse, whenever the Prussians, the
Austrians, or the British tried to propose a ceasefire or a compromise,
the Danish government refused, insisting on Denmark's right to be
completely and utterly decimated on the battlefield and humiliated in
the eyes of the world.
So what was so different about the world in 1864 compared to
1848? For one thing, although Great Britain still wanted to maintain a
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balance of power on the European continent and protect their access
to the Baltic, their royal family was closely allied with Germany,
through Queen Victoria's daughter Vicky's marriage to Crown Prince
Frederick Wilhelm of Prussia in 1858.
For another, Prussia's new minister president Otto von Bismarck,
facing domestic legislative opposition and in danger of losing King
Wilhelm's confidence, desperately needed to prove the viability of his
vision of an enlarged Germany. Thus he had everything to gain by
waging a successful war against Denmark and very little to lose, for
which reason he led Denmark to believe that he would not react to a
violation of the London Protocol, while making full-scale preparations
for war.
Third, France under Napoleon III was preoccupied with building
a Catholic empire in Latin America, while Russia had largely turned
away from continental European politics after being defeated by
England and France in the disastrous Crimean War in 1853-56, but
felt a debt of gratitude to Prussia for assisting with quelling a Polish
rebellion earlier in 1863.
Fourth, Danish politicians, including the new king, Christian IX,
were without exception ardently nationalistic and determined to claim
Schleswig despite the near certainty of provoking a war by doing
so. They were, however, so divided over the question of pursuing a
"Denmark to the Eider" (including Schleswig but not Holstein) or
trying to maintain the Helstat, or unified state, that included both
Schleswig and Holstein, that the only person willing to serve as prime
minister was Bishop D. G. Monrad, who suffered from debilitating
manic-depressive disorder and had no realistic sense of conditions
at the front, despite the fact that his own son Viggo was serving on
the front lines. To make matters even worse, the Danish Minister of
Defense, Carl Christian Lundbye, had no field experience, whereas the
strategist for the German troops, General Helmuth von Moltke, had
been trained in the Danish army before seeking faster advancement
with the Prussians, with the result that he could predict exactly what
the hidebound Danish generals were likely to do.
For a detailed, balanced, vivid account of the road to war and
the progression of the fighting, Danish speakers should read Tom
Buk-Swienty's two documentary accounts: Slagtebcenk Dybbel ["The
Butcher's BenchofDybb0l;" 2009] and Dommedag Als ["Judgement Day
on Als"; 2010], which have unfortunately not yet been translated into
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English. For our purposes, a much-abbreviated account will have to
suffice. In short, Denmark adopted the November constitution, Prussia
declared war, and both armies met at the old, symbolically important
Dannevirke fortifications
in January 1864. After a
long, cold standoff that
lasted about a month,
during which time many
Danish soldiers slept
unprotected on the frozen
ground, Denmark's army,
led by the eccentric but
skilled and pragmatic
General de Meza, finally
retreated to Dybb0l on
February 5, 1864. The
General de Meza
Danish army,
which
Illustreret Tidende 5: 225 (January 10, 1864),
was underequipped and reproduced courtesy of the Danish Royal Library
vastly outnumbered, had
been relying on the strength of the Danish navy, including the proud
ironclad Rolf Krake, to deter the Prussians, but the exceptionally cold
winter meant that naval vessels couldn't navigate the frozen waters.
Impatient for a victory, the Prussian army was preparing to flank the
Danish position by crossing the frozen Schlei river the same night as
de Meza ordered the masterfully organized retreat from Dannevirke
that frustrated the German offensive and preserved the lives of
Danish soliders. De Meza was fired and put on trial for his tactically
successful but politically unpopular decision, leaving control of the
army in the hands of the timid General Gerlach.
Six weeks later, on April 18, 1864, after weeks of devastating
artillery bombardments that destroyed the already inadequate
fortifications at Dybb0l to the point that the Danish troops had taken
to sleeping in holes far behind the walls and the German soldiers
were camped directly beneath the walls, the Prussian and Austrian
armies attacked. Fully aware of the inadequacy of his forces both in
numbers and equipment as well of as the impending attack, General
Gerlach begged for permission to retreat but his request was denied
by the Minister of Defense in Copenhagen. Prime Minister Monrad
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reportedly ordered that the Danish army not give an inch, cost what
it may.
That cost proved to be staggering. Outmaneuvered, outnumbered,
and outgunned, the Danish trenches were overrun and conquered in
a matter of minutes, though the fighting continued for four hours.
Danish historiography has tended to concentrate on the undeniable
heroism of the Danish soldiers, particularly those in the 8th Brigade who
counterattacked when all seemed lost and protected the remainder of
the army's retreat over pontoon bridges to S0nderborg. Nevertheless,
Denmark's defeat at the Battle of Dybb0l took a human toll of more
than 2000 dead and wounded Danish soldiers-approximately 10%
of the entire Danish army at the time. It also dealt the final blow to
Denmark's fantasies of being a great power, though it took the horrors
of the subsequent defeat at Alson June 29 for that message to sink in
among the politicians, journalists, and cultural elites in Copenhagen .
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Efter Stormen pa Dybbol
Illustrated London News, 1864, reproduced courtesy of
Museum S0ndetjylland

During the peace negotiations that were held in London between
the battles of Dybb0l and Als, Prussian chancellor Otto von Bismarck
offered to give the Danes the northern part of Schleswig, with its
majority Danish population, but the intransigence of the Danish

60

government emasculated the Danish negotiators, who were unable to
accept such favorable terms. In a final, desperate attempt to save the
Helstat, King Christian repeatedly petitioned Bismarck, both through
his cousin, the King of Belgium, and through diplomatic channels,
to allow Denmark to retain Schleswig and Holstein on condition of
joining the German Confederation and becoming part of the larger
German Empire. Bismarck was not interested in acquiring a large,
restive minority population on his northern border and rebuffed King
Christian's overtures. Instead, he gave in to Danish insistence that the
ceasefire be allowed to lapse, presided over the absolute annihilation
of the remnants of the Danish army on Als, occupied the entirety of
Jutland, and finally claimed Schleswig and Holstein in their entirety,
which had made up two-fifths of Denmark's territory and one-third
of its population. (Incidentally, Bismarck profited personally from
this victory-he was named Duke of Lauenburg, a small duchy
that Denmark had acquired in 1814 as compensation for the loss of
Norway). The survival of Denmark itself seemed precarious and
although it did survive, the Denmark that emerged from 1864 was
a very different place, in terms of its political course and national
identity.
The Schleswig War of 1864 was thus instrumental in Denmark's
geopolitical diminution and the subsequent construction of a new,
more pragmatic, homogenous, inwardly focused Danish cultural
and political identity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, but that is not generally the story that has been told in
Denmark about the significance of this war for Danish history and
national identity. Instead, the Schleswig war of 1864 has often been
situated within a romanticized narrative of Danish heroism against
overwhelming odds in the face of a much larger, better-equipped
opponent that was determined to crush its weaker rival. The historical
record makes it clear, however, that Denmark's military defeat was
largely self-inflicted-the Danish government provoked the war
and refused to accept the untenable nature of their situation until all
hope of compromise was lost-, but few Danish politicians were ever
willing to publicly take responsibility for the misjudgments that led
so inexorably to catastrophe. Instead, even before the battle of Als
sealed the country's fate, they began to spin the story of the events
to shift the blame from the Danish government and Danish army's
incompetent, overly-confident, willfully blind leaders to the evil
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aggressor Germany. German nationalism in the nineteenth century,
paired with the subsequent Prussian defeats of Austria (1866) and
France (1870) and the grotesque excesses of German fascism in the
twentieth gave this version of the story the appearance of plausibility
for more than a century.
Despite the fact that Prussia and Austria won the war, Dybb0l has
played a relatively minor role in Germany's cultural memory, not least
because of the much more traumatic legacies of the two world wars
in the twentieth century that have had such a transformative effect on
German national identity. Prior to the 1920 plebiscite that returned
northern Schleswig to Denmark (which was celebrated at Dybb0l), the
battlefield remained under German control. It functioned primarily
as a memorial landscape for those Prussian and Austrian soldiers
who died there, as well as the
91cgced1111mlal euf t>appel bet Sonclcrbcirg.
Danes, for the German army
was magnanimous in victory.
German monuments mark the
graves of individual Danish
and German officers, as well as
the mass graves of hundreds of
Danish soldiers. Two German
monuments were built therethe first, erected in 1872, was
a 22-meter tall column next to
the windmill on the hill, while
the other was a slightly smaller
neo-Gothic obelisk at Arnkil,
to commemorate the Prussian
conquest of the island of Als.
Though nowhere near as
large as the Siegessiiule [Victory
Column] in Berlin, which was
Siegesdenkmal
also originally commissioned for
the same purpose, these German
monuments remind us that Dybb0l is important as the site of the birth
of the Second German Reich (the first one being the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation). The monuments at Diippel (as the
area is known in German) proved to be a popular tourist attraction
for Germans, both while the area was under German rule and during
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the German occupation of Denmark from 1940-45. From a German
perspective, the Prussian victory in the Second Schleswig War was the
first crucial step on the path to German unification in 1871, with Prussia
at its head. Bismarck's sympathies were never with the SchleswigHolsteiners who sought independence from Denmark, but always
with the Prussian state's leading role in Germany and Europe. In
addition to a ducal title, the victory gave Bismarck enormous personal
prestige and political capital that he would later wield to great effect.
German school textbooks used to teach the motto, "Without Dybb0l,
no Koniggratz, without Koniggratz, no Sedan, without Sedan, no
German Empire." 2 Because it was just the first step in that process,
however, the war of 1864 has received relatively little attention in
German literature, film, and popular culture.
By contrast, the narrative about an important but inevitable
German victory that the monument conveys has not gone unchallenged
in Denmark. The German monuments were destroyed in 1945, most
likely by the Danish resistance, but the iconic Danish windmill atop
Dybb0l hill, which was destroyed during the 1848 war and again in
1864, dominates the landscape, surrounded by hundreds of memorial
stones for fallen Danish officers. The windmill's resilience confirms
that the battlefield at Dybb0l has become sacred ground in Denmark's
collective memory, not only as the site where the multinational Danish
empire gave its last gasp but also as the place where a new Denmark
was born, out of the heroic though tragic self-sacrifice of the old.
Since the area was returned to Danish control in a League
of Nations-administered plebiscite in 1920, April 18 has been
commemorated each year with a wreath-laying ceremony conducted
by the Danish military. The ceremony used to be an exclusively
Danish affair, "focusing on issues of (Danish) bravery, sacrifice and
determination against all odds," but German soldiers have been
invited to participate since 2001, although until 2010 they were not
allowed to bear arms or the German flag during the ceremony, among
other restrictions. 3 In 2014, to commemorate the sesquicentennial
of the battle, the newspaper Jyllands Posten's website posted a daily
countdown to Dybb0l, which included daily updates from the
battlefield, while the website 1864live.dk, hosted by Aarhus University,
provided "live" coverage of the war, albeit with a 150 year lag-time.
On April 18, 2014 the Danish flag [Dannebrog] flew at half-mast on
government buildings and fifteen thousand people, Danes, Germans,
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and even some Swedes, converged on Dybb0l for the wreath-laying
ceremony, a full program of concerts and speeches by Queen Margrete
and Prime Minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt (whose great-grandfather
fought in the war in 1864), among others, as well as exhibitions,
excursions, and, of course, coffee and cake. Local police chief Erik
Lindholdt observed, "In contrast to 150 years ago, we won today. On
the whole, everything came off without any difficulties." 4 Meanwhile,
Tom Buk-Swienty's books have been adapted into a miniseries and
feature film titled simply 1864 (2014), which premiered in October
2014, on the sesquicentennial of Denmark's official surrender of
Schleswig and Holstein in the Treaty of Vienna.
These varied commemorative efforts reveal that as the
chronological distance from the events of 1864 has increased, the
task of remembering it and passing down the story, not just of what
happened, but why and what it meant for Denmark, is an ongoing
task. Dozens of veterans of the war recorded their experiences in
letters, memoirs, and novels in the late 19th century, but national
narratives require continuous retelling, as the enduring popularity
of films such as Pearl Harbor, Saving Private Ryan, and Band of
Brothers illustrate with regard to preserving and disseminating the
American view of World War IL As Tom Buk-Swienty demonstrates
in his excellent volume, 1864 i Billeder ["1848 in Images"], the Second
Schleswig war inspired millions of words and hundreds of images, all
of which have contributed to making Dybb0l an emotionally-laden
space in Danish cultural consciousness, from Otto Bache's depiction of
King Christian IX's nocturnal visit to the trenches of Dybb0l on March
22 to photographs of Danish soldiers standing guard over barren,
snow-covered fields, as well as a wide array of German photographs,
sketches, and paintings. The Realist Danish painter Vilhelm
Rosenstand (1838-1915), who served as a lieutenant during the war in
1864, produced images of the battleground that have become iconic.
Unlike photographs of the landscape which capture primarily the
physical devastation of materiel and terrain, Rosenstand concentrates
on situating Danish soldiers within the landscape and underscoring
the connection between the men, their plight, and the place in which
they find themselves.
In one famous image of the Danish troops lying in their snow-filled
trenches, Rosenstand depicts himself in the center of the painting,
bandaging a wounded hand. With only one other exception, all of the
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other soldiers in the frame are intent on the task of shooting at the
(presumably) oncoming troops, carefully prepping the front-loading
rifles that would prove to be such a fateful disadvantage to the Danish
army compared to the Germans' rear-loading muskets. This image
shows the Danish army to advantage, despite the hardships of the
weather and the fatal hubris of Denmark's government leaders back
in Copenhagen, who refused to allow General Gerlach to evacuate
the troops despite overwhelming Prussian numerical and equipment
superiority.
By contrast, J0rgen Sonne's depiction (below) of the trenches at
Dybb0l is more realistic, showing exhausted soldiers in inadequate
uniforms huddled around the body of a fallen officer, draped in
shawls for warmth and taking heavy grenade fire. Nevertheless, the
caricatured puppet of a Prussian soldier stuck into the ground just
beyond the trenches suggests that the soldiers are not cowed by their
desperate situation.

Jergen Valentin Sonne, "The Battle of Dybbel" (1871)

One of the most famous and beloved images of Dybb0l is
Rosenstand's painting of "The Eighth Brigade's Attack on Dybb0l,
April 18, 1864," which hangs in the Danish National Historical
Museum in Frederiksborg Castle. Despite the fact that Dybb0l was
an unmitigated disaster for the Danish army, Rosenstand depicts the
heroic counterattack of the Danish army's 8th Brigade after Prussian
troops had already captured and cleared the Danish trenches. Despite
being hopelessly outnumbered and nearly certain to be defeated,
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the men's eyes shine with an enthusiasm that could be either read
as patriotism or battleground insanity as they charge into a battle
from which only half of them would return. In comparison, Simon
Simonsen's painting of the 22nd Regiment on its way from S0nderborg
to Dybb0l on the evening of April 17, as yet unknowing that the
entire regiment would be destroyed the next day, is haunted by carts
full of wounded soldiers returning from the front, whose wounds
foreshadow the devastation in store for the men of the 22nd .
Although Rosenstand's paintings are powerful and have been
widely reproduced, they did not reach as wide an audience and
thus have as far-reaching an impact in time and space as Herman
Bang's 1889 novel Tine, 5 which brings the events of Dybb0l into the
homes of ordinary Danes and sends this image out into the world,
through reprints and translations, as well as Knud Leif Thomsen's
film version from 1964. Bang prefaces the novel with a dedication to
his mother, noting that the war drove his family out of their home
on Als, "vort tabte Hjem" [our lost home]. His childhood memories
of the war involve Danish civilians fleeing their homes and "Lyden,
Tempoet, Skrcekken i de Alarmsignaler, der kaldte Tropperne til Flugt
fra Horsens" [the sound, the tempo, the fear in the alarms that called
the troops to flee from Horsens]. Although he had planned to write
an entirely different novel, it was the mental image of his "lost and
ravaged home" that he had not seen for 25 years, accompanied by the
sound of "alarms and fleeing footsteps" that determined the course
of the novel.
Although Tine was not written as a direct political allegory, the
idea of Dybb0l, as both a physical space and the heart of Denmark's
self-conception, underpins the entire novel. Although Tine herself
never sets foot in the trenches, her thoughts are there constantly, with
the man she loves, Skovridderen Berg. She can hear the Prussian
cannon firing on the Danish position and can only imagine the havoc
they are wreaking on the men in the trenches. Soldiers boast of the
500 or 700 grenades they endured, but when Tine's parents climb a
hill to look out over the battlefield, they see the chaos concealed by
the soldiers' bravado:
The flood of smoke lay like a monstrous blanket, pierced
by sparks from the cannon, over the countryside. In front of
it stood, rising from the base of the land, mighty pillars of
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black ash, wreathed in flames, rising like massive columns
toward heaven - houses and towns burning to the ground.
Tine's father points out each pillar of smoke and calls it by the name
of the place it has consumed: "Det er Ransgaarde. Det er Staugaarde.
Det er Dybb0L" As the novel progresses, the landscape fills with
columns of wounded soldiers returning from the trenches and hordes
of refugees fleeing burning farms and the ruins of S0nderborg. It is in
the shadow of the flames and smoke from the burning of S0nderborg
that Tine and Berg succumb to their passion for each other, driven by
the fear of death and the desire to spite it to throw aside their mutual
respect for Berg's wife, far away in Copenhagen, who, like Denmark's
leaders, knows so little of conditions on the front. But their relationship
is doomed, like the Danish defense of Dybb0l, and collapses when
Berg is wounded in the retreat and no longer remembers who Tine is.
Like Denmark itself, they survive the battle but lose the war.
At the end of the novel, Tine sees all of the familiar places she
has always known, even the home in which she has grown up, with
a stranger's eyes. They no longer belong to her. The narrator notes,
"She knew each spot and each spot had been decimated. She had no
thoughts-they were likely already dead ... All she knew was that it
must be over now." Even as she walks into the water to drown herself,
she struggles with the desire to survive, to fulfill her responsibilities to
her family, but she continues into the pond. As the Bishop stands over
her corpse, he murmurs, "God forgive us all-God forgive us all."
Despite her mother's fears that Tine will be denied a Christian burial
as a suicide, the Bishop seems willing to overlook the circumstances
of her death, commenting, as he leaves the schoolhouse, "Behold, we
are only thy servants-help us to understand thy will." In the last line
of the novel, another character repeats the Bishop's final statement,
allowing it to stand as a kind of motto for Denmark's future in the
wake of the events of 1864, which can be read as Denmark's own selfinflicted death, but out of which a new Denmark would be born.
One final example of how the story of 1864 has been told in
Denmark is a Danish silent film made in 1910 called En rekrut fra 64
["A Recruit from 1864"]. Although the director is not credited in the
film, production records confirm that it was directed by Urban Gad,
who would become world-famous just a few months later for the
first film he made with Asta Nielsen, a film called Afgrunden ["The
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Abyss"] that became an international sensation and launched both of
their spectacular film careers. There was a minor controversy during
the filming of A Recruit, when the author of a book by the same name,
Lieutenant P.F. Rist, published an editorial complaining that the film
used the same title but had no connection to his first-hand account
of the war. Instead of a gritty view from the trenches, this film, like
Herman Bang's novel and the miniseries "1864," intertwines the war
with a love story that enables viewers to make an emotional investment
in the characters in the film. A Recruit focuses on a young Danish
soldier named Felix who falls in love with the daughter of a farmer on
Als whose house has been commandeered as troop headquarters and
a field hospital. When Felix is captured by the Germans, he is brought
to the same farmhouse, now occupied by German troops. The farmer's
daughter helps him to escape, but is fatally shot in the process.
This film is innovative in the way it tells the story of 1864 for a
number of reasons. It is one of the very first cinematic depictions of
war ever made. Although it is not, of course, a documentary, since
movies weren't invented until approximately three decades after the
war, the film strives to replicate scenes of the war as realistically as
possible. The actual battleground was still under German control at
the time the film was made, so they filmed it in northern Zealand
instead of Southern Jutland, but the producers hired an entire
regiment of the Danish army to play the soldiers in the film, with the
exception of Felix, who was played by the heartthrob Carlo Wieth.
They reconstructed the trenches at Dybb0l for the film, only to blow
them up with real gunpowder.
More important for our purposes, however, is the fact that the
film's narrative arc parallels the emotional journey that the Danish
people underwent during the
war. The film opens with a brief
skirmish between the Danes and
the Prussians for which Felix
volunteers. Although neither side
wins a clear victory, Felix returns
from the encounter exhilarated,
reflecting the general public's
enthusiasm about the war effort
in the early months of 1864. When
Still from the film En rekrut fra 64
Danish Film Institute, Copenhagen
Felix's regiment is posted to Dybb0l
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shortly thereafter, the soldiers are greeted with cheers and flowers,
while the farmer on Als welcomes them like dear friends. As the
Prussian bombardment of the Danish trenches wears on, however, the
soldiers return wounded and filthy to the farmhouse and the human
cost of the war reveals itself to be steeper than expected. It is during
Felix's own convalescence from a wound to his arm that the farmer's
daughter falls in love with him.
The war goes badly for the Danes, however, as historical veracity
dictates it must, and eventually the regiment, which Felix has since
rejoined, is overrun by Prussian troops, first when Dybb0l falls and
then when the Prussians take Als, including the farmhouse. Felix
is sent off with a request for assistance from the Danish higher
command, but is intercepted by the Prussians and locked up in the
farmer's barn, while the German officers play cards and enjoy their
victory. For Felix as for Denmark, defeat seems inevitable. Yet there
is a final ray of hope. The farmer's daughter sneaks into the barn,
frees Felix, and guides him to a small boat. She is shot in the chest by
pursuing German soldiers and dies, but Felix manages to escape. At
the end of the film, after the peace treaty has been signed, Felix, now
dressed fashionably in a frock coat and top hat, returns to visit her
grave and vows, as the film's final intertitle informs viewers, "If only
I could avenge her!"
Although both the film and Bang's novel end with the death of a
young girl, who could be regarded as representative of Danish culture
in Schleswig-Holstein, the two texts tell the story of the significance
of this loss quite differently. While Bang's novel ends with the pastor
admonishing the Danes to accept God's judgment and seek to do his
will, the film hints at the desire for vengeance. Like the paintings
discussed above, these two texts illustrate the two competing
narratives about the war's significance for Danish identity: the first
narrative accepts the finality of Denmark's defeat, the tragedy of the
senseless death and destruction incurred by the war, and endorses the
possibility of constructing a new Danish identity as a self-effacing,
chastened people; the other narrative concentrates on the injustice
of Denmark's defeat, the heroism of its defenders, and raises the
possibility, however faint, that one day the tables will be turned. Only
time will tell which story will prevail.
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